Abstract. The effects of food deprivation and prey contact on the components of searching behaviour in larval green lacewings (Chrysopa carnea Stephens) were examined to test the applicability of optimal foraging theory to predation in a uniform habitat. Variation in foraging intensity was primarily the result of changes in the meander. Modulation of the response to prey contact with increasing deprivation involved changes in the velocity and the response persistence and suggested the occurrence of adaptation to inferred differences in the spatial distribution of the prey. The ratio of giving-up times at different levels of deprivation was in accordance with the predictions of optimal foraging theory, even though the conditions precluded a discrete decision process.
The theory of optimal foraging contends that predators feeding on patchily distributed prey can allocate their foraging efforts according to the pattern of availability of the resource, and thereby maximize their feeding rate, through the use of decision rules that determine the length of time to persist in exploring a given patch (Pyke et al. 1977) . The model developed by Charnov (1976a) is explicitly concerned with the case in which differences in prey density are expressed as differences in the number of prey per patch, rather than the average patch area or the distance between patches. The decision rule in these circumstances requires an estimate of the mean rate of prey capture; an independent measure of the feeding rate within a particular patch; and an awareness of the predator's position in space, that is, whether it is within a patch or between patches. Given these three pieces of information, the optimal searching strategy of the predator is strictly determined (Charnov 1975 (Charnov , 1976b .
The assumptions concerning the estimation of the average feeding rate and the capture rate within a given patch are not unreasonable, and some support for the independence of these measures has been provided by Cowie's (1977) study of the foraging of great tits. The feature of Charnov's model that seems most artificial and anomalous, however, is the assumption of an invariant distribution of discrete, delimited prey patches, in which discovery of a patch is held to be a separate event from the discovery of prey. Real-world analogues of this situation certainly exist: one is reminded of chalcid wasps searching for hosts on individual flower heads (Varley *Present address: Department of Psychology, University of California, Berkeley, CA 94720 1941) or tits feeding on larvae concealed in pine cones (Gibb 1958) . There is also no question that experimental conditions appropriate to the~model can be manufactured, and that several species of insectivorous bird have been shown to be capable of foraging in these laboratory systems in a manner quite consistent with Charnov's predictions (Smith & Sweatman 1974; Krebs et al. 1974; Zach & Falls 1976; Cowie 1977) . In many cases in the real world, however, the area of prey patches and their spacing are unlikely to be independent of prey density, and few natural demarcations exist to distinguish the area within patches from the rest of the environment (Curio 1976).
In a uniform habitat, in which the only reliable indication of the discovery of a patch is encounter with a prey item, searching within patches intergrades with searching between patches. Giving-up time is, therefore, less the result of a specific decision than the indirect consequence of gradual shifts in the components of the searching behaviour (e.g. Chandler 1969; Murdie & Hassell 1973; Smith 1974a Smith , 1974b . Optimality criteria for foraging in these systems have not been explored, and the degree to which Charnov's model of the discrete situation can be applied to them is unknown. An analysis of the components of the searching behaviour of a predator that must deal with patches of variable size and uncertain location would go far toward determining the limitations of optimal foraging theory and describing the means by which a continuous variation in the distribution of prey may be assessed and exploited.
When prey are patchily distributed, the searching behaviour of a predator can be conventionally divided into two contrasting modes or
